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Abstract: In the field of education, the concept of environment and sustainable education, and the use
of some terms in this field, have developed since their beginning. The United Nations Agenda 2030
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) gives some clues about and opportunities to reflect
upon which concepts and directions to take in the field of education towards promoting sustainability.
This paper addresses the issue of the currently fragmented concepts in relation to environmental
and sustainability education, and proposes a more comprehensive vision to better advance the path
towards education and sustainability. This paper: (1) addresses the main historical milestones in the
construction of the concept of environmental education and education for sustainable development;
(2) analyzes the issue of which direction we should take within the framework of education in the era
of the SDG Agenda 2030, taking emerging concepts such as learning for sustainability and sustainable
education as references; and (3) proposes a holistic approach, described as education based on values.
We conclude that a new integrative approach inspired by the education based on values concept, and
integrating other concepts, will help to better conceptualize sustainability in education, as explained
in the proposed model.
Keywords: environmental education; education for sustainability; learning for sustainability; outdoor
education; climate justice education; citizenship education; education based on values
1. Introduction
In the field of education, the use of terms such as “environmental” or “sustainability” has evolved
since their beginning. The concepts are changing, as are the practices and learning processes, as well
as society and its individual and collective agents. Some argue that the concept determines what
has been learned in practice; others consider action, rather than concepts, to be more important. For
many [1,2] “the emergence of the discourse of education for sustainable development (ESD) over the
past 15 or so years is viewed as a progressive transition in the field, along similar lines to the positive
portrayal of prior historical transitions from nature study to conservation education, to environmental
education” [3].
The United Nations Agenda 2030 proposes a new integrative path towards sustainability, where
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) visualize a future of inclusive equity, justice, and prosperity and
take into account social, environmental, and economic wealth. The Agenda 2030 emphasizes education,
that is, it acknowledges education as a means to achieve all of the SDGs. In this context, the Incheon
Declaration [4] was approved at the World Education Forum in 2015, emphasizing the significant
role of education as a main driver to fulfill the SDGs. However, the complexity of sustainability as a
concept makes it difficult to relate the SDGs to educational outcomes and to education for sustainable
development (ESD) [5]. Sustainability, as an educational task, has not been accurately defined, and is
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often considered too vague and abstract [5]. Thus, ESD has been interpreted in different ways around
the world and often differs according to context and culture [6].
In the field of academia, with international summits, education is deemed necessary in light
of environmental problems. Therefore, Schoenfeld [7] concisely emphasized that “it is a cadre of
scientific leaders that sets the environmental agenda in this country [USA]". In other places, scientists
like Carson [8], Ehrlich [9], Goldsmith et al. [10], and Hardin [11], who placed education on the
environmental agenda, supported that idea as well [12]. Environmental and sustainability education
is still currently a topic of theoretical and practical discussion, showing different perspectives and
inconsistencies [1,10,13].
Divergences of perspectives can be particularly noticeable among those that defend the position
that the purpose of environmental education (EE) should be specifically to talk about nature, and
those that support the idea that the concept of sustainability should be incorporated in education,
going beyond nature and incorporating a holistic point of view, incorporating also social dimensions.
Others have stated that education for sustainable development (ESD) is shifting in the same manner
as the goals of the EE [14], or that the change in terminology goes beyond this [15]. It is necessary to
create a common vision of the field of education and of the direction of sustainability, guided by SDGs
in order to help educators to define the required skills and methodologies to be taught. Given that
the environmental crisis is, in part, a global issue, should educational approaches be much broader?
Alternatively, do we need to define sustainability and make it concrete, with a local view, in order for
it to succeed? Is it maybe just a matter of thinking about ethical values globally? Or does it matter
what we call it? What direction do we want to take going forward within the field of education for
a sustainable future? As mentioned by Monroe [14], it may be time to borrow from the success of
overlapping and intertwined concepts and work on the type of education that meets the current needs
of citizens and communities; ”we need quality education that prepares people to understand multiple
views; to listen and communicate with others; to vision and evaluate options; to collect, synthesise and
understand data; to learn how others have balanced contentious elements of an issue; and to be able to
adopt actions [14]”.
The aim of this paper is to analyze conceptual discussion of environmental and sustainability
education and propose an approach within an educational framework by which to integrate concepts
and visions under the umbrella of SDGs, guided by a previous review of emerging concepts such
as learning for sustainability and sustainable education. The research question is therefore: what
direction should the notion of an integrated sustainable future take within an educational framework?
The hypotheses that guides this paper is: “The need to conceptualize sustainability into Education in
an integrated way, can be gathered by existing concepts such as sustainable education and learning for
sustainability, leading us to a deeper conception of an education based on values”.
2. Materials and Methods
In order to meet the main objectives of this work, the methodology was structured around
different steps. Firstly, we identify the need to examine the creation and evolution of the environmental
education and education for sustainable development concepts, in order to establish a background to
the development of our approach. We consider the works of McKeown and Hopkins (2003) [1] and
Sterling (2004) [16] as references in this subject. In addition, chronological international milestones in
the context of the United Nations guide us from the 1960s to the Earth summit in the 1990s.
Secondly, to answer the research question regarding which direction we should take in the field
of education within the framework of the international Agenda 2030, learning for sustainability [17]
and sustainable education [16,18,19] approaches are taken as references. These were considered after
conducting a bibliographic search in the largest academic database, the Web of Science, in the period
2000–2019. This search was undertaken using the keywords "environmental education", "education for
sustainable development", "education for sustainability”, “learning for sustainability”, and “sustainable
education”. The last two concepts yielded the smallest number of publications; however, they are
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emerging concepts for the era of the 2030 Agenda, due to their comprehensive vision, and for this
reason, were taken as references. In order to test the hypothesis, a content analysis of the main
publications regarding these concepts was carried out. Moreover, other concepts derived from these
will also be taken into consideration in the analysis and study.
3. Background: The Paradigm of Environmental and Sustainable Development Education
In the academic and research field, the Journal of Environmental Education was the first specialized
journal on the topic. In an article from 1969, Stapp et al. [20] proposed the following definition for the
term "environmental education":
“Environmental education is aimed at producing a citizenry that is knowledgeable concerning
the biophysical environment and its associated problems, aware of how to help solve these
problems, and motivated to work toward their solution” (p. 34).
This definition from Stapp served as a precursor for those that were subsequently proposed,
such as that of the International Unit for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) [21]. Stapp argued that
this approach to education was different from the one offered by the conservation approach, because
the latter was aimed at natural resources and not so much at the community’s environment and its
associated problems. The latter idea was emphasized by the sentence “the role of the citizen in working,
both individual and collectively, toward the solution of problems that affect our wellbeing” [20] (p. 34).
Likewise, this definition does not only refer to knowledge, but also to the change in mentality that
would result in action. Therefore, it is not surprising that environmental education is mostly introduced
in natural science subjects, since the terminology used, such as “biophysical” or even “environment”,
is usually only related to this field. Nonetheless, already back then, this definition was close to what is
promoted today, from knowledge to action; motivation and involvement of citizenship.
Annette Gough [22], in her reflection on the history of terminology and research in Environmental
Education, points out that we must take into account that they are definitions made from a Western
and masculine perspective. In the definitions adopted at the Belgrade Conference, “man” or “he” were
used, but in 1975 when reconstructing them, some concepts were edited. For example, “man-made”
was rewritten as “built”. The latter might be related to the fact that the guidelines were drafted during
the International Year of Women, and that the United Nations advocated non-sexist writing, which has
been taking effect. However, "man" was still used in the documents at the Tbilisi conference [23]. It is
vital to take into account those considerations in order to capture a full spectrum of the history and
evolution of the proposed concept. Moreover, the debate on the paradigm of environmental education
is identified with Mrazek’s “Alternative Paradigms in Environmental Education Research” [24]. This
book is a key reference in the field, although it has also been criticized by some scholars, such as Louise
Chawla [25]. Chawla underlines the incorrect use of the term "paradigm" and the lack of presence of
the media or other sources that could also be valuable to conduct environmental education research.
A turning point in the evolution of the concept is the Brundtland Report (1987) [26] and the Earth
Summit in Rio (1992) [27]. Through the admission and use of the expression "Sustainable Development",
a new paradigm was accentuated in relation to education, that is, a changing terminology was generated
when education for sustainable development (ESD) began to be introduced. Despite its multitude of
interpretations, the defenders of the concepts of education for sustainable development and education
for sustainability alleged that the concept of sustainability implies a more holistic and comprehensive
ideology in the way of approaching the subject, i.e., covering the three dimensions of sustainability
that would include the environment, society, and the economy. Sterling [16] argued that from his
perspective, EE is part of ESD, which can be understood as one of the three pillars to work on. On
the other hand, McKeown and Hopkins [1] argued that, from their point of view, while EE and ESD
have similarities, they also pointed out their differences in order to emphasize the importance of
each discipline individually: “EE and ESD are different, but complementary. It is important that the
EE and the ESD maintain separate agendas, priorities, and programmatic development. The two
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conceptualizations will influence each other, and each will benefit from the independent growth of
the other” [1]. Looking at and analyzing international documents, the approaches of both Belgrade
and Tbilisi were less directed at people (i.e., human rights, democracy, or standard of living) and
focused more on the difficult context of the environment. Furthermore, the critical situation of the
population was addressed in the 1980s and 1990s with the preparation of the Earth Summit, the Agenda
21 Program, and a series of relevant United Nations conferences [1].
In the decade of the 1990s, after the Earth Summit in Rio (1992) and using the definition of
sustainable development of Brundtland, the concept of education for sustainable development (ESD)
began to be incorporated. UNESCO, as an international organization that aims to set a trend at the
international level, began to use the term ESD, which is also currently included in the context of the
2030 agenda with the Sustainable Development Goals [28]. Thus, in international policy statements, the
most used variant is that of "sustainable development" and therefore ESD, defined by UNESCO [29].
It is clear that this concept, sustainable development, wants to encompass a holistic ideology,
integrating sustainability as a term. However, the debate is generated by the term "development";
that is, what does “development” or “sustainable development” mean and what does it involve? At
the academic level, one of the main economic issues that has created discussion is the concept of
sustainable development. This concept is conditioned by the paradigm of the orthodox economy that
equates economic growth with increased welfare and full employment, which determines the need for
and goodness of sustained growth [30]. However, that model of economic growth which has been
maintained so far is precisely the one that has led us to the current environmental and social crisis. It
is this economic model that undermines the ecosystem of which we are a part, as well as our future,
which is why the concept itself is considered to be an oxymoron [30]: planetary boundaries exist, and
that development based on consumption and that identifies growth thinking of natural resources as
something unlimited, contradict each other. Thus, despite the terminological contradiction, is it really
a more complete concept compared to “environmental education”? Education and sustainability are
both complex concepts with a complex relationship, so we use the literature and emerging concepts to
guide this study and answer the defined research questions.
4. Results
4.1. A holistic approach based in Learning for Sustainability
Education plays an important role in reaching the objectives of Agenda 2030 and the SDGs [31].
Specifically Goal 4 (Education of Quality) and target 4.7 promote “education for sustainability”.
The aim of this target is expressed as “ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills
needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others, education for sustainable
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace
and non-violence, global citizenship”. In this context, emerging concept of Learning for sustainability
(LfS) are considered appropriate for analysis. It is a concept developed in Scotland by Higgins and
Christie [17] to define the reflections of Lavery and Smyth [32] and McNaughton [33] that gave rise to
the philosophy and pragmatic development of LfS:
“LfS offers a holistic pedagogical approach that seeks to build the values, skills, and knowledge
necessary to develop practices within schools, communities, and, at governance levels within
teacher education, accord with the collective aim of taking action for a sustainable future”
[17] (p. 554).
In 2012, the United Nations recognized a Regional Center of Experts on Education for Sustainable
Development (Scotland Center) at the University, in Scotland, and it is in that context that LfS was
decided as the name for the Center. From that moment onwards, the Scottish Government began to take
a special interest in and response to sustainability and sustainable development, aligning the political
agenda in that direction. This signaled the intention of the Scottish Government to encourage schools to
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gradually reduce the use of natural resources and develop an orientation towards values that address
sustainability through a comprehensive approach to the school. The report of the ministerial advisory
group, entitled “Learning for Sustainability” [34], established a LfS model that integrated three equally
important facets: Sustainable Development, Global Citizenship, and Outdoor Learning. The overall
objective was to develop “a whole school approach that enables the school and its milder community
to build the values, attitudes, knowledge, skills, and confidence needed to develop practices and take
decisions which are compatible with a sustainable and more equitable future” [17] (p. 557).
After defining what the concept implied, the authors maintained that the challenges of introducing
LfS were especially challenging when addressing interdisciplinary political content and the dimension
of values and actions. Based on that approach, both outdoor education and education for global
citizenship constitute two fundamental pillars of LfS.
4.1.1. Outdoor Education
Outdoor education is an educational practice that was developed without necessarily having its
own definition. Within the profession it is now recognized as the intersection of three main areas:
outdoor activities, environmental education, and social and personal development [35], as shown
schematically in Figure 1.
Figure 1. Diagram showing the range and scope of outdoor education [35].
In the 1960s, Scotland became one of the first places in the world where outdoor education was
accepted in a formal way [36]. As the interest in outdoor learning grew, it became an increasingly
nuanced concept. A subtler understanding emerged in practice and in formal education policy. Thus,
we have the example of Scotland, as evidenced by its “Curriculum for excellence through outdoor
learning” [34], which serves as a guide and useful starting point to understand what experiential
outdoor pedagogy implies. It also provides the basis of interdisciplinary learning that includes the
natural environment, as Beames et al. [37] claim; they explain and show in detail and in depth the
approaches of outdoor education in their theory and practice. They emphasize that in terms of location,
it is convenient to consider a model of concentric circles where the school is located in the center and
where learning opportunities are available in the immediate vicinity of the school grounds through day
trips and residential, several-day-long expeditions [37]. This idea also complements the “place-based
education” [38] that immerses students in local places that are familiar to them, which, as Wattchow
and Brown [39] maintain, offers unique opportunities for interdisciplinary studies.
4.1.2. Global Citizenship Education
Global citizenship education promotes the idea that schools should educate for citizenship, being
one of the oldest political and pedagogical proposals in the western world. According to Britton [40],
in ancient Greece, both Plato and Aristotle defended citizenship education as a means to build a society
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with well-informed and well-articulated citizens. In both Greece and Rome, the nature of ‘citizenship’
was, of course, quite different from the modern ideal of universal emancipation. However, these first
attempts to frame the relationship between the state, citizenship, and education served as a model for
the modern era. At the definition of environmental education by Stapp [20], we can already see the
mention to citizenry.
The concept of global citizenship education also generated diverse debates in reference to its
definition, as indicated by Argibay et al. [41]. In this paper we consider that education for global
citizenship should be defined as an education that promotes critical citizenship with the ability to reflect
on challenges, such as inequalities, human rights, peace, and sustainability, both locally and globally,
and to be contributors, with a proactive attitude, of a more peaceful, tolerant, safe, and sustainable
world. The approach that learning for sustainability offers to us is considered so complete that we have
taken it as a reference. However, we find it interesting to consider other emerging concepts, such as
climate justice education (CJE). The term "climate justice" began to gain strength in the late 1990s after
a wide range of activities of the social and environmental justice movements emerged in response to
fossil fuel industry operations and, subsequently, to what its members saw as the failed global climate
governance model that was seen at COP15 (The United Nations Conferences on Climate Change are
annual conferences that are held within the framework of the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). They serve as the formal meeting of the Conference of the Parties
(COP) to assess progress in the treatment of climate change, starting in the mid-1990s, to negotiate
the Kyoto Protocol, to establish legally binding obligations for developed countries, to reduce their
greenhouse gas emissions) in Copenhagen.
4.2. Climate Justice Education
Climate justice demands social and environmental justice, which is why it is a term used to frame
climate change as a social and political problem beyond only an environmental or physical problem in
nature, analyzing problems such as equality, human rights, and collective rights and responsibilities.
One of the major problems that is claimed by the climate justice movement is that the people least
responsible for climate change are those who suffer the worst consequences [42]. Taking this into
account, in the field of climate justice education, the challenges and opportunities for climate justice
education are analytically framed as issues of "cognitive justice" and "translation" [43]. While the former
is concerned with moving from the "monoculture" of Eurocentric epistemology to an "ecology" of
knowledge production practices, the latter addresses how this could be achieved. Therefore, this term
recognizes the fundamental role that social movements have played in the generation of public learning
about climate change for more than three decades [44]. More specifically, the growing discourse of
climate justice has challenged the dominant discourses of sustainable development and ecological
modernization, which frame general education on climate change as a "post-political" global problem.
Consequently, climate justice pushes educational interventions to take into account the geographical
and generational distribution of burdens and benefits, the threats to cultural integrity, and the form
and scope of citizen participation in climate policies [43]. It is also a concept in vogue today, taking
into account the current "Fridays for Future" movement started by the 16-year-old Swedish activist
Greta Thunberg. The initiative denounces climate change and its consequences for young people, and
puts these inequalities in the center of the discourse.
4.3. Education Based on Values
Under the umbrella of the SDGs, the direction in which we want to go is to be able to build
societies based on the five pillars of the Agenda 2030: People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership.
One answer may be developing an Education based in values. In literature written in English, it
is a term that is not developed. In a search for the concept "Education base on Values" in the most
extensive academic database, Web of Science, we find just tree publication under this term. However,
there are references in Spanish, so that we can base on that existing literature. Education based on
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Values covers a wider space than the previous ones, although it can also be understood as similar to a
holistic and global sustainability concept, which is ultimately based on Values (What is understood
by values can have different approaches. Among them, Llopis and Ballester [45,46] (p. 62), offer us a
vision of the relationship between values and their historicity that allows us to reconcile objectivist
theory, historicist theory, and subjectivist theory. For these authors, history can be constituted, and in
fact, it constitutes a field of establishment and illumination of values. It is in history where they are
created, and they appear by the activity of persons where they are clarified and incarnated. In this
way, the absolute character of truth and value and its historical condition becomes compatible and
understandable, since they are discovered and embodied in history. Every historical moment, and
possibly every person, immersed in a way of relating in a participative and creative way with reality
can discover those values.) This concept seeks to educate about certain values that entail building a
society based on respect, justice, and equality. Based on those values, we understand that it is easier to
understand and work towards a sustainable society both environmentally and socially.
As Usategui and Del Valle [47] indicate, “the reflection on values is historically linked to scenarios
of transformation and social uncertainty, what we generally describe as moments of crisis” (p. 19), as in
the current moment of socio-environmental crisis, where we generate reflections on what is transmitted
through education. This reflection is where we position ourselves when we pose questions about
values, and where sustainability issues, among others, are also reflected. “The transformations in the
valuation dimension constitute one of the most outstanding features when it comes to understanding
what is happening in our societies” [47] (p. 19). Therefore, to educate towards a future based on
sustainability, it is necessary to work and understand the values that are instilled, or the direction that
should be taken for that common goal.
In this sense, Education based on Values can cover many areas of life. Among others, these include
compulsory formal education, where this conceptualization should be taken as the basis on which
subjects are defined and designed. Education based on values is “a fundamental instrument when it
comes to achieving an egalitarian, inclusive, and critical education, that is, committed to the task of
training subjects capable of fully developing their abilities throughout their lives and of becoming
actively involved in the building a more humanized, fairer, and freer society ” [47] (p. 20). Educating
based on values also means educating towards sustainability, and towards environmental and social
respect and justice, with a critical mentality capable of reflecting on the reality about what is wanted
for a sustainable society in terms of environmental and social matters. We could say that Education
based on Values includes the concepts described above, such as Environmental Education, Education
for Sustainability, Climate Justice, and Education for Global Citizenship.
4.4. Sustainable Education
Within the framework of environment and sustainability education, Sterling [11,38–40] proposed a
new term, namely sustainable education. He set out this objective after analyzing the challenges in the
world of education and sustainability. In this regard, he stated that the lack of fundamental progress in
the "reorientation" of education, and the adaptation and containment of education for sustainability by
the mainstream underlined the need for the articulation of an alternative and ecologically grounded
educational paradigm. That paradigm, he affirmed, can inform a change of culture, a change that can
cure the schism between realists and behaviorists, and idealists and constructivists, and provide a
more integrative vision of education. Thus, he proposed sustainable education in order to address
these challenges:
To help meet this challenge, I have suggested the concept of sustainable education, “not as yet
another equal term to EfS and ESD, but as the next logical step in the evolution of the field. Suggesting
a shift of educational culture, the emphasis here is not on desired outcomes, as in ‘education for
sustainable development’, but on the qualities of education itself through which sustainability is
manifest as an emergent property” [19]. Consequently, Sterling [16] proposed a conceptual diagram
that constitutes the basis for our own proposal. Concerning the horizontal dimension, and using a
Sustainability 2020, 12, 2035 8 of 13
systemic nesting model, the conceptual diagram suggests that the key terms can be seen, from an
evolutionary perspective, as forming a hierarchy, as shown in Figure 2.
Figure 2. “The evolution of key terms” (dotted circles indicate the need for permeable limits and
conceptions) [16].
Through this diagram, the author affirms that the evolutionary pattern (indicated by the arrow)
represents increasing inclusivity, and that the emergence of new terms indicates a recognition of
the limits of the previous terms while still respecting their validity. Therefore, as indicated in the
previous section, environmental education (EE) has traditionally paid more attention to the quality
of nature. education for sustainable development (ESD) is partly the result of the confluence of
environmental education and development education concerns, which has attempted to encompass
social and economic dimensions, and environmental change and alternative futures [16]. At this point,
terms previously mentioned, such as "education for a sustainable future", would also be included.
Finally, authors such as Sterling [16] argue that sustainability indicates both the basis and the possibility
of change in the educational paradigm as a whole, which is why they defend the term sustainable
education (SE).
5. Discussion
Different paradigms respond to their respective historical contexts. Concepts evolve and change,
as do the priorities and needs of each moment. Taking into account the current socio-environmental
crisis, an in the era of de Agenda 2030, it is necessary to address the problem from a holistic view.
Therefore, we choose and justify the learning for sustainability (LfS) focus. However, in the various
local contexts of educational practice, that is, in schools, the most used and familiar concept may not
always be the one that is more holistic or ideal. Nonetheless, it is considered necessary to start moving
from environmental education to education for sustainability in order to generate changes in mentalities
and integrate the concept of sustainability [48], understanding it holistically and comprehensively for
action without being exclusive of one over the other.
Conceptualization is important, since words contribute to the explanation of social realities,
interactions with the environment, and the generation of new concepts in practice; “science deals
directly with concepts and not with ‘realities ’, because the integrating units of scientific discourse are
concepts and not directly with reality or phenomena. The concepts are, in turn, mental constructions,
are constructs, abstractions extracted from objects and concrete real events” [49].
In the framework of education, the use of sustainability concept, which has integral and holistic
implications (unlike what is associated with the word ’environmental’), can generate changes through
its use in the mentality of how to address the problem and the socio-environmental crisis. Currently,
the term ‘sustainability’ may be often used without linking it to the social dimension, for example
by only associating it with environmental sustainability. However, that does not mean that this
knowledge cannot also be integrated, and by incorporating the word into the discourse, it can facilitate
the transition to the changes in mentality that are sought.
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In terms of education for sustainability and its teaching in a holistic and integral way, certain
methodologies help to generate spaces where the subject of sustainability traverses and works through
different fields of knowledge. For example, methodologies such as Outdoor Learning, experiential
learning, teaching by projects, and active pedagogies are giving rise to a more integrative educational
program. At the institutional level, the concept itself can have a lot of power, or it should have, but it
cannot be placed at the same level of a government that is responsible for the conservation of a forest or
for the integral and holistic (sustainable) management of a protected area. For example, the UNESCO
Man and Biosphere Reserve (UNESCO MAB) program was created by the holistic need to manage
spaces (the broken-thread argument). In this case, it was seen that the conservation of untouchable
natural spaces does not always make sense if there are people living in that space. The ecosystem can
live with the human if it is done in a sustainable way. Therefore, conceptually the program evolved
from dealing with conservation, then to sustainability, and then to sustainable management. A similar
process can be seen in the transition from environmental education to education for sustainability.
However, using one concept over another does not mean that it has more or less value. In spite of
our reasons for choosing a particular concept, in certain practical contexts (where, for example, one
concept is better understood than another) we understand that it may be more useful to treat the terms
as synonyms and equivalents in their intentions. Javier Benayas [50] uses a metaphor that we consider
to be very helpful to deal with the issue: “The important thing is not the color of the flag with which
it is fought, but to stay together to fight a powerful enemy under a common cause” [47]. Thus, the
important points are the actions that are generated and carried out, but without losing sight of the
concepts and terms that we use, and what effects they have on us, i.e., what they mean in our way of
thinking and seeing the world. It is through these terms that we create one reality or another; we are
continuously creating realities, and we live based on them and the beliefs embedded in them.
6. Conclusions
This analysis concludes with a proposal for further theoretical research regarding education and
sustainability, where it is a debate on which concept should be used. Thereby, we conclude that a
new integrative approach inspired by the Education based on Values concept, and integrating other
concepts, will help to better conceptualize sustainability into Education, as explained in the proposed
model (Figure 3). Thus, the idea of the hypothesis that guides this study is confirmed.
Figure 3. Diagram of concepts about education and sustainability. Our own elaboration based on
Sterling’s 2004 [16] work.
The debate will consist of evaluating what values we want for our society; in this context,
sustainability should be one of the key concepts, that taking as a reference the SDG umbrella, it
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has a lot of ethical/moral values inside it. Likewise, the knowledge to be generated exists ‘outside’
but also ‘inside’ by means of the preconceptions of each person. Current society is complex and
trans-disciplinary challenges require a new way of producing knowledge within applied frameworks.
For instance, values such as respect—respect for mother nature, for persons no matter the place of birth
or religion, solidarity, empathy with persons around the world—can help us to understand that the
world is one, so that global citizenship can be developed based on that value. Sterling [51] proposes that
by applying critical thinking skills (including normative and values analyses and systems thinking) the
learner’s worldview, values, and personal ways of knowing are challenged and changed accordingly.
This authors promotes this deeper, transformative learning, in which a shift of consciousness can occur
and permit greater awareness not only of what and how to change the world, but why [31].
Based on the results, we generate the following proposal (Figure 3) considering the need to be
graphically represented some relevant and growing concepts from the literature that can be applied in
practice. The concepts include the following:
• EE: Environmental Education
• ESD: Education for Sustainable Development
• EfS: Education for Sustainability
• SE: Sustainable Education
• LfS: Learning for Sustainability
• SD: Sustainable Development
• OE: Outdoor Education
• GCE: Global Citizenship Education
• CJE: Climate Justice Education
We share the ideas in Sterling’s diagram and additionally integrate some of the above-explained
concepts. First, we highlight some key points:
• practitioners and theorists are involved in a continuous process of reflexive (and often difficult)
learning through which the views of the adequacy or totality of educational orientations are
modified over time;
• through this process, the previous conceptions in this area are not rejected but are subsumed
within the later conceptions;
• the validity of previous conceptions is not questioned, but their claims of sufficiency are challenged.
In the proposal (Figure 3), the term learning for sustainability and what that implies is considered
to be of great interest and to make important contributions, which enriches the conceptual review so
far. LfS proposes to expand knowledge, promote a quality education, and achieve a paradigm shift
through the concept of sustainable education. LfS refers to sustainability, without losing sight of its
three pillars (environmental, social, and economic), and also encompasses concepts such as education
for global citizenship (GCE) and outdoor education (OE). We want to pay special attention to outdoor
education because of its potential and educational relevance, since it implies experiential learning with
a greater impact on the student learning process [37].
Outdoor education has its origins in the debates among the philosophers of Ancient Greece
about the dominance of the body or the mind to control the actions of the individual. The debate has
progressed over the centuries with contributions from philosophers and scholars from many countries.
In modern educational terms, the problem is whether a modern, mainly intellectual, form of education
is suitable for the proper development of the individual or if there are more appropriate forms of
direct educational experience that foster awareness of oneself, of others, and of the environment. In
therapeutic terms, the problem is whether educational and outdoor adventure experiences can address
some of the personal and social difficulties we encounter in current modern societies [35]. One of the
objectives that education can have in this field is to ’reconnect’ students with nature. In that sense, we
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consider the reflection made by authors Mcphie and Clarke [52]; they point out that we cannot expect
people to “reconnect” with nature since there is not an ideal state that corresponds to that, but we can
expect people to consider nature as a material concept that can be experienced in the concept creation
process. Likewise, education for climate justice [43] includes nuances worth taking into account, such
as addressing and harnessing the work of social movements and their role in education.
In this context, we understand that learning for sustainability (LfS) is in line with education for
sustainability (EfS). Although the use of LfS is of interest, concept of EfS can be more popular in some
cases. Therefore, the use of the term EfS will be more effective given its extensive familiarity depending
on the context, generating a more efficient and comprehensive communication without losing sight of
the contributions made by LfS. It is also worth noting the use of dotted circles in Figure 3, highlighting
Sterling’s key ideas mentioned above that invoke the need to understand these concepts as permeable
to each other. In the proposed diagram (Figure 3), reference is made to encompassing concepts within
the framework of education based on values. These concepts are based on values to be transmitted
to guide the way towards environmentally and socially sustainable societies. This is the main key
element of the paper, as it is a concept that helps us understand what should be under sustainability
and under what the Agenda 2030 is looking for. The proposed approach to education based on values
leads debate and reflection for the academic field towards education and sustainable futures.
Finally, the limitation of this research is that is not a deep literature review, but an analysis of
concepts chosen by the researcher by specific methodology. For future research, it would be interesting
to continue analysing the concept of “education based on values” related to sustainability to better
understand the values under consideration and how they might differ according to context, local
meaning and use of the concepts.
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